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The intention of the analysis in this paper was to determine, from interviews with eleven 
early years’ teachers, what knowledge guided their teaching of moral behaviour. Six of 
the teachers defined moral behaviour in terms of social conventions only. Children’s 
learning was attributed by five of the teachers to incidental/contextual issues.  Nine of the 
teachers used discussion of issues, in various contexts, as a way of teaching about social 
and moral issues. The majority of the teachers (n=7) gave the source of their knowledge 
of pedagogy as practical as opposed to theoretically informed. There was no clear 
relationship between their definitions, understanding of children’s learning, pedagogy or 
source of knowledge. Most of the teachers were using discussion, negotiation and 
reflection to develop the children’s moral and social behaviour. This is probably 
effective; however, it suggests a strong need for teaching of moral development to be 
given more prominence and addressed directly in in-service courses so that teachers are 




Over the last decade, there has been strong social and political interest in active 
citizenship and values education across Australia (DEST, 2003a; 2003b; MCEETYA, 
2006), and internationally; however, there has been little focus on this in the early years 
of school.  Active citizenship has two main dimensions; experiencing and internalising 
moral values for human rights and justice, and actively participating as a morally and 
socially responsible member of a community.  
 
The data analysed in this paper are from a larger study of the development of moral and 
social values by children and teachers’ beliefs and practices, in the early years of school 
in Australia.1. In the first phase 379 teachers in the early years of school were surveyed. 
The second phase involved visits to seven schools in south-east Queensland, where 
observations of teacher practice were made in eleven classrooms, and interviews were 
conducted with classroom teachers and children. The data from the teacher interviews 
were analysed to describe their knowledge of children’s moral learning, their teaching 
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strategies for moral development, the source of their knowledge and definitions of moral 
behaviour. 
 
Young Children’s learning and moral and social development 
 
It can be assumed that teachers have theoretical knowledge of cognitive development and 
how it applies to social and moral development and learning. They may not be able to 
identify the sources of their ideas, or the theoretical underpinning in detail, but they 
should be able to describe their understanding of how children learn about morality and 
how it guides their teaching.  
 
They have probably learned about Piaget’s stages of cognitive development (e.g. 1957; 
Flavell, 1977/1985) and, perhaps, other neo-Piagetian information processing and 
constructivist research in cognitive development (such as the work of Biggs & Collis, 
1989; Case, 1992). Both Piagetian and neo-Piagetian theories of development describe 
the child from about five years as reasoning in a concrete operational way. Hence from 
about five-six years of age most children develop the capacity to reason logically in a 
concrete way about issues including social and moral behaviour. This means that children 
by the early years of school should be beginning to reason logically about moral issues on 
the basis of their own experiences. They should be able to verbalise and cognise these 
experiences in order to develop more explicit systems of social and moral behaviour.  
 
Teachers might also be aware of the research of Kohlberg (1981). From Kohlberg’s 
theory would come knowledge that children in the earlier years of school are in stage one 
or two of preconventional morality which is egocentric or concrete individualistic. This 
means that in these stages children obey rules to avoid punishment or when it is their own 
immediate interest, and believe mostly that other people determine what is right and 
wrong.  
 
Teachers may be aware of criticism of stage theory and of research that suggests that 
issues other than cognitive reasoning, such as emotions, are important in moral learning 
(Dunn, 2006). Helwig (2008) re-evaluated research on the moral judgement of the child 
and pointed out the flaws in Piaget’s early work. However, some aspects of Piaget’s 
theories are still influential, namely that; morality in its most advanced form is 
understanding based on reciprocity, that moral understandings are constructed out of 
social interactions in daily lives; and that moral understanding is developmental. Helwig 
argued that we now believe that moral and social understanding is dependent on different 
conceptions of rules in different moral and social domains and that this is fostered by 
interactions with siblings, peers and adults in context  
 
Teachers who have chosen to read further in moral learning could be aware of recent 
more detailed research in moral development theory or applications implemented in 
school policy and schemes. Edwards (2003) described three main pathways in 
sociocultural theory in early childhood education; transformative, assimilated positivist 
and social constructivist which arose from dissatisfaction with curricula dominated by 
Piaget’s genetic epistemology. The transformative view attributes learning and 
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development almost wholly to sociocultural influences; in the assimilated positivist view 
social and cultural contexts influence rather than cause development; and in the social 
constructivist view, both social interactions and contexts mediate development. 
Johansson (2006) described socio-cultural, and interactive cognitive and emotional 
traditions that exist side by side by side in theories of moral learning. We acknowledge 
these different paths however this paper is focussed mainly on learning about moral and 
social behaviour as it relates to cognitive development. 
 
Nucci (2005) traced the development of theories from Kohlberg’s work, through post 
modernist thinking, to calls for the return to tradition and the rise of interest in character 
education. He believes that the call for character education has been derived from 
American pragmatism, focused on a search for what will work, to `reduce aggression, 
increase prosocial behaviour, and a sense of community…in short …creating nice 
people… thus the aim of developing principled moral orientation is lost’(p. 660). He 
believes that research in moral development research has now moved away from stages 
to domains, with attention to pluralism and context, and is referred to as social-cognitive 
domain theory. This theory differentiates between non arbitrary universal aspects of 
moral concepts of human welfare and fairness, and local contextually dependent 
conventions of social rules. The assumptions are that the climate of the school and the 
patterns of parent, peer and child interaction form the contexts which contribute to 
children’s social and moral development.  
 
Page, Strayer and Reid (2001), described social cognition on the basis of sociogenesis 
(social behaviour derived from interpersonal experience) and ontogenetic selection of 
social thought (based on personal development). Accordingly they distinguished three 
components of social and moral thinking; procedural problem solving skills in social 
contexts, cognitive representation of events in terms of perspectives of others and moral 
events, and internalisation of prosocial thought including values, conventions, and rules 
of sympathy and empathy. They described these three aspects of social cognition in 
French as savoir- faire (knowing what to do, cf. scripts), savoir- operatoire 
(understanding the operations which allow seeing others’ perspectives and making moral 
judgements), and savoir- vivre (knowing how to live or behave correctly 
prosocially).They discussed the construction of these modes of social thought based on 
individual children’s cognitive development and interaction with their social 
environment. This breakdown of social and moral thinking takes into account the effect 
of children’s developing cognitive capacity to understand social and moral concepts and 
how these are shaped by the environment with which they interact. It is likely that some 
skills and rules might be learned first by practice and then understood and explained 
logically as children develop cognitively.  
 
Constructivist child centred teaching 
 
One would assume that there should be a relationship between what teachers understand 
of children’s learning and their teaching practice, however, that is not always the case 
(Boulton-Lewis, Smith, McCrindle, Burnett & Campbell, 2001). It is likely nevertheless 
that teachers who believe that children learn by constructing their own knowledge, within 
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their developmental constraints and contexts, will teach in a constructivist way with the 
children and teachers negotiating moral and social learning.  
 
Teaching strategies can range on a continuum from teacher-centred to student-centred 
(Kember, 1998) with a middle ground where negotiations occur between teacher and 
child. Similarly, conceptions of teaching vary from transmitting information to 
facilitating student construction of knowledge (Prosser & Trigwell, 1998). It is likely that 
teachers of children in the early years will have learned that a constructivist teaching 
approach is the best way to develop understanding. A constructivist approach, loosely 
described, takes into account the learner’s perspective, knowledge and context, and then 
attempts to develop understanding on that basis. This approach is somewhere in the 
middle of the continuum of teaching strategies, from teacher to student-centred, where 
knowledge is developed by negotiation between teachers and children. Constructivism 
takes a variety of forms (Steffe & Gale, 1995). Constructivism in teaching probably 
stems originally from the work of Piaget and others where the focus is on assisting 
children to construct their own knowledge, through their own activities, by building on 
what they already know. This is the opposite to an approach where knowledge is merely 
transmitted and leads to acquisition of information but not usually to associated 
conceptual change. Teachers in the early years will also have been exposed to ideas about 
play, active learning, dialogue, drama, story telling, and problem solving, as teaching 
strategies.  It can be argued that these strategies provide enhanced opportunities for 
children to directly experience and act out social and moral situations. Teachers have 
probably also read that children learn by modelling their behaviour on their observation 
of that of significant and respected people in their lives. The converse of this is that 
children will resist adopting the behaviour of people they do not like, although aggressive 
behaviour is unfortunately more likely to be imitated (cf. Bandura, 1977). Teacher 
assisted discussion and reflection, and teacher and peer modelling should help children to 
develop the underlying cognitive operations to support moral and social development. It 
is also important to involve students in the role of establishing classroom [and school] 
customs (Watson, 2003).  
 
Moral pedagogy should include a range of teaching practices that aim to develop social 
and moral knowledge, reasoning, and behaviours in children. However, little is known 
about how teachers’ knowledge and beliefs relate to pedagogies for teaching moral values 
in the early years. As with knowledge of child development, teachers may have 
developed a set of ideas, or perhaps principles, for teaching moral and social 
development. However Colnerud and Thornberg, (2003) found that teachers lack 
concepts and language for moral values and how to identify and scrutinize conflicts 
between values in everyday interactions in school. Hence they may not be able to 
articulate their ideas in terms of the theories that shape their practice.  
 
This paper is an analysis of the teacher interview data to determine how a small 2sample 
of teachers define social and moral behaviour, what they can explain about children’s 
social and moral learning, how their teaching practices exemplify knowledge of 
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 5









Case studies of eleven teachers provided the basis for investigating teachers’ 
understanding of children’s social and moral development and teaching strategies. In a 
survey in 2008 (Walker et al., 2011) teachers were invited to participate in follow up case 
studies. Eleven teachers from seven schools in south-east Queensland agreed to be 
involved. Four teachers were in one school (Preparatory, Years one, two and three), two 
were teaching in another school (Preparatory-year three and year three-five) and there 
was one teacher in each of the remaining schools (four in Preparatory and one in Year 
one). The teachers came from Christian schools, an independent school, a community 
operated school, and one State school. Ten were female and teachers had from 1½ to 30 
years of teaching experience (mean 11.9 years). Their qualifications ranged from a 
Diploma in early childhood teaching to a Masters degree, and the majority (eight) held a 
BEd. Because of the sample size it was not possible to make comparisons between 
schools or the effect of teacher qualifications. 
 
 Data collection 
 
Before commencing data collection relevant permission and consent were obtained from 
principals, teachers, parents and children. The data were obtained in two stages. First, a 
period of observation took place in the classroom. Each teacher was observed and 
photographed for approximately one hour as they interacted with children in their 
classrooms. These observations focused specifically on incidents related to teaching and 
learning social and moral values as they occurred. For example teachers were observed 
discussing the importance of taking turns (conventions), showing consideration for others 
(social skills and understanding), the importance of keeping the area tidy and looking 
after belongings (rules, conventions, and understanding). These interactions were 
photographed and field notes were made. 
 
The second stage involved interviews with the teachers using a stimulated recall 
methodology developed by Berthelsen (2005) and McMeniman, Cumming, Wilson, 
Stevenson and Sim (2000),. The interviews lasted about one hour and were conducted by 
a member of the research team, usually the member who had observed the teacher’s 
practice. The interviews investigated the teacher’s understanding of moral values, social 
values and citizenship. The photographs, along with open ended questions, were used as a 
stimulus to elicit explanations about interactions and their reasons. Teachers were also 
asked during the interviews to explain what moral values meant for them; how they 
thought children learned about moral values; how they taught moral values; and what had 
influenced their teaching practice. These responses were probed where appropriate. It is 
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acknowledged that this is an indirect method of obtaining evidence of knowledge and 
beliefs and that the data were obtained within this constraint. The interviews were audio-




The transcripts were analyzed to determine teachers’ a) definitions of moral behaviour, b) 
knowledge of children’s moral learning, c) knowledge of appropriate teaching strategies 
and d) source of knowledge. An interpretive-descriptive methodology was used to 
develop a framework of categories for each teacher. This methodology is influenced by 
Creswell’s data analysis spiral (2005) which involves three main steps. The first step 
involved the first author reading the transcripts to become familiar with the data to 
develop an understanding of what was important. In the second step categories were 
developed from the data rather than being derived from a theoretical framework. It 
involved comparing meaning statements with other meaning statements, and meaning 
statements with emergent themes. In the third step themes were examined to see if they 
could be combined. Finally, these themes were considered in terms of development and 
learning, and teaching practice. The themes are presented with quotes and discussed in 
the findings. 
 
Rigour in coding was supported by a process known as dialogic reliability (Åkerlind, 
2005). One researcher coded the interviews as described above. Next, all eleven 
interviews were examined by the other researchers in the project. All researchers checked 
the credibility of the quotes making sure that disagreements were resolved through 




The definitions of moral values were derived from teachers’ responses to a request to 
explain what moral behaviour meant to them. Knowledge of children’s learning was 
based on the explanations teachers gave of their understanding of how children learned 
moral values and behaviour. The teaching practice categories are based on their 
descriptions of teaching, and the source of their knowledge describes how they learned 
about these. We identified categories as follows: 
 
1. Definitions of moral values: Conventional, moral  
2. Knowledge of children’s learning: Modelling, incidental/contextual, learning by 
doing, reflection  
3. Teaching strategies and knowledge in practice: Teacher/school centred, teacher 
initiated with discussion, negotiated teacher/parent/child 
4. Source of knowledge: Practical, informed 
 
The categories are discussed below and supported with quotes. The responses for each 
teacher were then examined according to his or her most typical category. However, it 
must be noted that some teachers had a range of strategies and mixed knowledge. It is 
acknowledged that this is a small qualitative sample of case studies; however, we believe 
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it is just large enough and sufficiently varied to raise a series of issues about what these 
teachers knew about children’s learning and whether it was related to their teaching 
practice. It could lead to further investigation of these issues with a larger sample.  
 
Definitions of moral values 
 
The teachers’ definitions of moral values can be classified in two ways: either as based 
on social conventions and rules (knowing what to do, Page et al) or as moral values and 
beliefs related to human rights and justice in our society and more widely (making moral 




Six teachers defined moral values in terms of social convention. This definition is mainly 
focussed on social skills and interaction, and observing the niceties of conventional 
behaviour. There is little concern with moral judgement and understanding. 
 
`behave in a way that is socially acceptable’ (2) 
`if you run into someone you should say sorry’(3) 




Five teachers defined moral values in terms of the broader issue of the difference between 
actions and behaviours that are fundamentally right or wrong in terms of human rights 
and justice. These definitions also included conventional matters such as being nice to 
people and having an understanding of social skills. 
 
`learning how to interact…learning how to appreciate, learning right from wrong, or 
why people think it’s right or wrong …(1) 
‘that’s a very tricky one…I think there are moral absolutes…things that are always 
right or always wrong …I personally believe it’s always wrong to kill people’ (5) 
`being good, doing your best for the world, making a positive contribution …whatever 
fits with your moral code or set of values’ (10) 
 
This final statement relates neutrality and equality to moral values; 
 
`neutrality… it’s all about equality because if you have people with different faiths or 
different beliefs you can’t be biased to one belief or neglectful of one belief…’(6) 
 
Knowledge of children’s learning  
 
Teachers’ espoused knowledge of how young children learn ranged from a behaviourist 
perspective, including teacher modelling and incidental/contextual learning where 
children are relatively passive in the learning process, through active learning by doing, 
to a more cognitive perspective where teachers viewed children’s learning as supported 
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Three teachers indicated that modelling was the main means by which children learned 
moral values. In this view teachers say that children learn moral values mainly by 
modelling their behaviour on what they see their parents and teachers doing. There was 
little mention of peer modelling. There is some mention of respecting the person who is 
modelling the behaviour: 
 
`doing it …putting it into practice yourself ...explaining to the children when we have 
rules’ (2) 
 `they do mirror the words you give them… different kids have different needs and it’s 
modelling and reinforcing that all the times’(5) 
`hoping that he will follow the other children’ (7) 
`Morally …what comes through in a family’ (8) 
`I think it’s modelling. I think if I’m modelling correctly and talking to them correctly, 
they’re going to do the same. If I use my please and thank yous they’re going to use 




Five teachers described incidental learning or contextual learning. In this view the 
learning occurs by chance and some planned opportunities in the context of home and 
school: 
 
`I think a lot of it comes from the home would be the first place…other social groups, 
like church groups or sporting groups’ (6) 
`Moral and social values develop incidentally as a result of experience and 
environment…`We learn by osmosis …and I think kids are the same…they learn from 
what they see and hear around them’ (9) 
`a lot of dilemmas are what they come from at home or other influences and 
television’ (11) 
 
Learning by doing 
 
Although several teachers mentioned children learning by doing, this view was 
predominantly expressed by one teacher. This teacher viewed children as active and 
learning by solving problems, by their own actions and by reflecting on the consequences 
of their actions: 
 
`…make their own decisions…have problems…so they have got something to solve 
and to figure it out…’ (1) 
`they learn them [moral values] by doing, by practising them’ (5) 
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`Kids need to learn by doing and …role play was a good way for them to have a go of 




Only two teachers predominantly discussed reflection on actions and their consequences 
as an important way in which children learn moral values.  
 
`we talk about a lot of things and reflect on how you would feel’ (7) 
`Taking in what they see and hear and processing it for themselves’ (9) 
One of the things we talk about is choice… they can choose to do the right thing or 
choose to do the wrong thing…and there’s consequences either positive or negative 
for that choice’ (9) 
`How would you feel if he shaved his pencil in your hair’ (4) 
 
In summary, almost half of the teachers expressed views that suggested that children 
learned moral and social behaviour incidentally and in a context. Three believed that if 
they, parents and other children modelled desirable behaviours the children would learn 
by example. Two teachers discussed reflection on actions and consequences as the way 
children learned about social and moral behaviour. These two teachers were the closest to 
giving a theoretically aligned description of the children’s learning, but they did not relate 
it to any formal theoretical knowledge. One teacher believed learning was based on doing 
and learning from the consequences, but did not discuss thinking and reflection. 
 




From this perspective, the teacher organises the situations, and explains and rewards 
behaviour extrinsically. The school has a set of `virtues’ or values that the teacher works 
by and there is a focus on `the rules’. Only two teachers were entirely teacher/school 
centred in their responses: 
 
`we have our few little rules but that’s for their safety …there’s no running in the 
classroom’ (8) 
`Every week we have a different word [virtue] to talk about…one week it was co-
operation’ (8) 
``there are some times when I will stick to my value system… I have an issue with 
violent behaviour …with children role playing gun play’ (7) 
 
Teacher initiated with discussion 
 
This category represents a shift from a full teacher-centred approach to inclusion of 
children’s perspectives. Here, the teacher is still in control of the issues and some of them 
are determined by the school, but they are discussed with the children. Five teachers 
expressed responses that were categorised in this way: 
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`Occasionally we’ll talk about things that happen in society…by putting them in our 
stories’ (4) 
`Just to be identifying how they like to be treated…so that later on when we are 
thinking about treating others…’ (9) 
`So we talked about how to deal with anger…when you’re angry it’s an OK feeling , 
but that you try and deal with it by talking and saying `that made me feel really angry 
and this is why’ (10) 
`he got all the primary kids together and talked about swearing…would you like the 
type of school where your teachers are allowed to swear at you and everyone is 
allowed to swear at each other’ (3) 
 
Negotiated teacher/parent/child  
 
This category represents a more democratic approach with active participation by all 
stakeholders. The schools and teachers have rules and values, the parents have 
expectations, and the rules are discussed and formulated with the children and other 
teachers. Four teachers clearly negotiated rules and values with children and the school 
community. In describing how, they focused on reasons, processes and the need for rules 




‘If they are told what to do 24/7…they can’t actually experience what it’s like to make 
a bad choice…’ (5) 
`The main thing is that everybody has a voice …it’s about equality’ (6) 
`Being open…you have to accept your way is not the only way…develop a 




`we discuss ideas and solutions…using their words to talk about what the problem is, 
what the issue is, identifying it, identifying all the possible solutions, choosing one 
that’s kind of a win-win solution for people’ (5) 
`I see older kids sorting out problems that the younger children have…they’re doing 
my job for me’ (6) 
` I don’t explicitly teach moral values…it’s the whole school environment that fosters 
the growth of those sorts of skills (6) 
`meetings…social issues… aired by the kids and we try to come up with a solution to 




`we have two rules in our classroom and the kids came up with both of them…’ (5) 
 ‘So in doing that we have developed  a list of rules…the children came up with ideas 
for our rules and on the odd occasion we go through them just as a little reminder’ (10) 
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`help them to think for themselves… and there is always consequences for choices 
they make that may have a detrimental affect on others’ (11) 
 
In this negotiated approach to moral and social development, we have some insight into 
why teachers believe in this approach, how they implement it and what place rules have. 
The four teachers who predominantly have this approach are supported by their school 
contexts and their beliefs about moral behaviour. However, there is very little reference 
to any theory about children’s learning or the best way to teach. 
 
Source of knowledge 
 
The teachers in our study described two main sources of knowledge of teaching 
approaches: practical and theoretically informed. The practical category was based on 
knowledge derived from experience and observing what worked for others. The informed 
category was weakly based on theoretical knowledge, either in their preparatory teacher 
courses or in in-service activities. None of the teachers articulated strong theoretical 




The majority of teachers (n = 7) described practical sources of knowledge as driving their 
decision making in the classroom. In this view most of the decisions about children’s 
learning and how to teach are based on observation and experiment:  
 
`it was just trial and error really after that’ (3) 
`Other teachers that were here they’d been doing it for obviously longer than me 
…because it’s effective’ (6) 
`You can learn stuff from anybody and…think if that method of teaching is going to 
work…it’s something to do with your personality’ (9). 
`Mostly from experience and school requirements’ (8) 
`If I see something that I believe is beneficial to my philosophy [used loosely] or 




In this view some of the ways of teaching are based on theoretical and professional input: 
Only four teachers referred explicitly to sources of knowledge that were explicitly 
informed by theory.  
 
`back to my university training…I just loved studying early childhood…notes and 
things that you go back to in times of crisis…Research…educators who write about 
how schools should be working…I value people who reflect on their practice’ (5) 
`because here there is so much professional discussion…you’re critically reflecting on 
your practice and striving to do your best’ (7) 
 12
`half the stuff we did was so theoretical but as I got older …I started to see the benefits 
of what we were taught at uni …the whys, and you have to think about this in terms of 
how you are going to teach’ (10) 
`there’s so many adults [still] operating in that stage of moral development … good 




Three teachers also stated that faith and philosophical beliefs informed their teaching. 




Definitions of moral behaviour and values were almost evenly divided between moral (5) 
and conventional (6) categories. However, some of the moral definitions were a little 
weak and non-specific. It can be asserted on that basis that these teachers in the early 
years were more concerned with social development and good behaviour than with moral 
values. They did not clearly differentiate between social and moral thinking and, in fact, 
for more than half of them, social issues alone constituted good moral behaviour. They 
were more concerned with children learning about social conventions and skills than 
considering such issues as harm, human rights and justice. This supports the results from 
several investigations implying that social rules for behaving as a “good school child” are 
in the forefront of the teaching agenda rather than analysing the moral values implied in 
everyday conflicts in school (see for example Fenstermacher, 2001; Jackson, Boostrom & 
Hansen, 1993; Johansson & Johansson, 2003; Ohnstad 2008; Thornberg 2007).   
 
The teachers’ espoused views of children’s learning about moral and social values were 
mostly concerned with incidental/ contextual influences (5) or with modelling (3), 
although two teachers were more of the belief that children learned by reflection and one 
said they learned by doing. There was very little reference to theory in these views, 
although modelling, doing, and reflection could have their roots in some knowledge of 
Piaget, Kohlberg and Bandura’s work. In fact, one teacher mentioned Kohlberg and two 
referred vaguely to stages of development. However, none of them explicitly related their 
views about children’s moral learning to theory of cognitive development or the primacy 
of active learning.  
 
The view that children learn their social and moral values at home and in their families is 
intuitively and theoretically sound. Dunn (2005) stated that children deal with moral 
issues in their families from a very early age, and that parents and siblings usually talk to 
children and each other every day `about why people behave and feel the way they do; 
about what is allowed and what is not; about moral matters pertaining to welfare, fairness 
and property rights; and about social rules that reflect the conventional precepts of the 
particular social system within which the child is growing up’ (p. 331). Those teachers 
who assert that moral and social development begins in the family are perhaps reflecting 
this view. Most of the teachers believed that such learning was incidental, but they are 
probably neglecting the discussion that often happens in families, the need to find out 
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what children already know, and the need to keep talking with the children about their 
moral and social values 
 
Five of the teachers used teaching strategies that involved discussion. This was still 
teacher controlled learning, but has the advantage of involving the children in thinking 
and talking about the issues identified by the school and teachers. This supports previous 
research by Emilson & Folkesson, (2007) indicating that teacher control frames the 
opportunities for children to influence and participate in early education. In addition 
certain values seem to be emotionally loaded. Johansson (2002) for example found that 
teachers’ control seemed to be stronger when the values in focus were of high 
significance for them. When children transgressed a significant value, for example not 
hurting others, the teachers could react firmly hindering the child from expressing his or 
her point of view of the situation. This indicates that several aspects might be involved in 
teachers’ motives for their teaching of values and practices.  
 
Four teachers negotiated moral and social issues with the parents and the children. This 
position is closest to a structured constructivist approach to pedagogy. Two teachers had 
a strong teacher/ school centred approach to the issues and were focussed on school 
values and rules into which the children had little input. Research has indicated the 
significance for teachers to try to understand the perspectives of the child in order to help 
the child to extend his or her learning (Bae, 2010, Sommer, Pramling, Samuelsson & 
Hundeide, 2010). This means that teachers need to find out and relate to thevalues that 
the children possess in order to help them develop their moral understanding. In all the 
cases where discussion was involved, there was the possibility of internalisation of 
prosocial thought and cognitive representations of moral issues, especially in those 
classrooms where teachers had definitions of moral behaviour that included wider issues 
of right and wrong. However, none of them clearly justified their approaches with regard 
to theoretical information about sound pedagogy. It seems that teachers are unaware 
explicitly of their teaching strategies in terms of the implications of moral and 
disciplinary values and also conflicting values 
 
When asked about the source of their knowledge of moral and social values and teaching 
practice, the majority (7) gave practical examples, the most common of which were other 
teachers. The other four teachers, who were categorised as informed, talked about 
university courses, research, professional discussions, and networks. However, these 
references to sources of knowledge were weak and they did not relate their strategies 
directly to application of theoretical knowledge. This is an indication, perhaps, that 
teachers in their professional preparation are mainly asked to read and describe some 
theories of teaching and learning but are not challenged to go that further step and apply 
these theories by explaining what it means for their teaching. It also suggests that the 
issue of developmentally appropriate teaching, especially as it applies to moral and social 
development, is not given enough time in education courses. Interestingly, three teachers 
talked about the bible, their faith or church as their sources of knowledge and pedagogy. 
Walker (2007) makes the point that religion and spirituality are foundational for some 
people in their understanding of morality, moral decision making and action. This is 
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evident in the statements by those three teachers in Christian/Independent schools and the 
one teacher who believed in maintaining neutrality. 
 
It would have been interesting to find strong relationships across the four categories of 
definitions, children’s learning, strategies and source of knowledge, but this was not 
really the case. Three of the four “informed” teachers did give moral as opposed to social 
conventional definitions of behaviour, and this suggests a possible relation between what 
they considered to be moral behaviour and how to facilitate such development in 
children. In addition, the two teachers whose strategies were clearly teacher/school 
centred used modelling behaviour as their main strategy, which suggests they believed 
their behaviour and the school environment were most important in developing social and 
moral values. Apart from that there appears to be little consistent relationship across 
definitions, knowledge of children’s learning, teaching practice or source of knowledge. 
It needs to be noted here that there was a focus in this analysis on how theory might have 
influenced teachers’ knowledge and behaviour. The interviews did not really probe this 
issue specifically and relied on teachers to volunteer such information. The results may 
have been a little different if we had followed this up in more detail. Intuitively most of 
the teachers were using discussion, negotiation and reflection to develop the children’s 
moral and social behaviour in context. This is probably effective however it suggests a 
strong need for these issues to be further developed in curricula and addressed directly in 
some detail in pre-service and in-service courses. This is particularly important in the 
increasing climate of school bullying and aggression. If pre-service teacher educators 
want to help teachers develop `nice people’ (cf Nucci, 2005) they need to be quite clear 
about their intentions and the most effective ways of achieving them with young children. 
We should be directly challenging teachers to master basic theories of moral and social 
development and to explain how these apply to their teaching in all areas of curriculum 
including moral development. 
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